

			
    
            Chapter One





			At 6:35 a.m., Lena Silvano badged through the rear staff entrance of the Hudson Valley Trauma Center. She bypassed the ER waiting room filled with anxious patients who’d probably been there longer than they wanted and paused at the junction to the ER proper. Susan Sweeney, the charge nurse, her thick blond hair held back in a scrunchie, looked fresh and alert in her usual colorful scrub top, light blue pants, and white running shoes. Intake tablet in hand, she stood in the center of the pod, studying the board. A few of the night shift clustered at the counter, finishing up chart work before sign-out.

			Only half the board was full. Unusually quiet. Overnight must have been slow. Good. The first of July chaos would start soon enough.

			And she had twenty minutes until that chaos would be her problem.

			Detouring to her office, Lena dropped her bag on a chair and slipped out of her light linen jacket. The room, with its single institutional metal desk, nondescript faux-wooden bookcases, and single, moderately frayed visitor’s chair, carried the scents of yesterday’s coffee and the faint medicinal tang that seeped through every surface in the building. She had just powered up her computer when a knock rattled the door.

			“It’s open.”

			Sweeney pushed through, coffee in each hand, the left one already extended, and said, “No cream. No sugar.”

			Just the way Lena drank it.

			“Bless you.” Lena smiled at her oldest friend and took the cardboard cup. Steam curled up, sharp and delicious.

			“Why the early morning visit?” Lena asked. Sweeney wasn’t the drop in and chat type. She was the officer of the day who organized everyone before they’d even realized it. She actually kept the place running when everything went sideways. Which happened on the regular. She saw everything, never lost her composure, and never let anyone slide. She was everyone’s support system and the conscience that kept them all human.

			Sweeney settled a hip against the desk. Up close, the many multicolored fish covering her scrub top seemed to swim in endless circles—an apt metaphor for life in the Pod. “Merry Christmas, Dr. Silvano.”

			Lena swallowed, heat climbing her throat mid-sip. “In July?”

			“Better. Fiscal-year Christmas.” Sweeney grinned and tipped her chin in the direction of the administrative offices on the second floor. “The big chief just sent a memo in lieu of gifts. We got our funding approval. You, my friend, have a brand-new attending.”

			Lena set the cup down, careful and deliberate. Not a drop spilled. “A brand-new attending. Without a discussion.”

			Not a question. Administration bypassed her on budget proposals, policy updates, and residency funding decisions—those were the chief of surgery’s domain, and Marsh Black was welcome to it. The ER gave her all the paperwork she needed. But the ER was her house, and so was the residency program.

			“Staffing has to be approved by my office. Marsh knows that.”

			Sweeney snorted, apparently expecting the reaction. “You did say we were running lean.”

			“We are. The whole administration knows it.” Months of working doubles for the attending staff who wanted extra work—and some who didn’t—wasn’t a long-term solution. Neither was hiring someone Lena knew nothing about. “That doesn’t mean I enjoy getting blindsided in my own department. What the hell was Marsh thinking?”

			She’d known Marsh Black since they’d both been young attendings. Marsh was a great trauma surgeon, a fine teacher, and a fair chief. And a good friend. Going around her on a hire like this didn’t make sense. And one thing she really disliked? Situations that didn’t feel right.

			Lena shrugged off the unease curling in her middle. She’d hunt Marsh down later and get the answers. Now she needed damage control. Another newbie—a name tag stating Attending didn’t make someone one—was not what she needed on today of all days. “Who is it? And when does the mystery present arrive?”

			“Today. Working on the name.” Sweeney grimaced. “At this hour, no one’s around in HR. An appointment like this is still probably in processing.”

			Lena snorted. “Someone knows if the salary has been approved. Pry it out of them.”

			“Favorite pastime.” Sweeney’s grin returned. “As to normal business of the day—the rest of the new PGY-1s and med students are in the conference room. You want to talk to them before rounds?”

			“Anyone critical out there I need to see first?”

			Sweeney shook her head. “Two overnight admits holding for beds upstairs. One chest pain—not suspicious, waiting on cardiac labs. A kid with abdominal pain, possible appy—surgery’s been called. And an extended care transfer after a fall—waiting on ortho and probable admit to medicine.”

			“Fine.” Lena trusted Sweeney to find her if needed. “I’ll talk to them as soon as I change. In the meantime, put the day shift to work. Watch the newbies. No one orders anything without a second set of eyes.”

			“Already told them, Chief.”

			“Of course you did.”

			Sweeney laughed.

			Lena pulled her fleece vest from the coat rack and headed for the locker room. After a quick change into scrubs and black clogs that wouldn’t show blood, she pushed through the doors into the main ER. The fluorescent glare washed the color from the corridors. Monitors beeped in overlapping rhythms, a chaotic pulse beneath the sharp bite of antiseptic and stale coffee. The faint, metallic scent of human suffering floated beneath the cloying scent of donuts.

			Residents wearing ER-signature navy scrubs in varying degrees of rumple, vests with the HVTC emblem on the chest and photo IDs clipped to the pocket clustered near the board. A half dozen more names had been added since Lena last looked—mostly yellow tags, a few scattered green, no red. Yet.

			Faces turned in her direction—some eager, some uneasy. She paused, met the eyes of each in turn. Sand, the brand-new first-year from a downstate med school—an unknown. Benedict, second-year—good medical knowledge but too cautious in a crisis. Akai, third-year—solid, but time for her to step up into a more supervisory role. The med students, Miles and DiNardi—fresh faces filled with the fresh terror of mistakes waiting to happen. After fifteen years, July first no longer arrived like a recurring earthquake. Predictable and exhausting, yes, but always survivable. As long as she never looked away and never assumed that anyone, no matter how experienced, couldn’t make a mistake.

			“Residents—grab a student and a chart. The board isn’t going to get any emptier while you watch it.”

			Grace Akai, slender and young-looking for her age, grinned, her dark eyes gleaming. She’d cut her jet-black hair short in the back and tapered on the sides sometime in the last twenty-four hours. At least someone had time for personal care.

			“Akai is senior—if you have a question, need help, find her. Or me,” Lena added.

			For a moment, no one moved. Then Akai grabbed Stu DiNardi, the third-year student, by the arm. “You’re with me. Get the chart for the patient with the nosebleed and go check it out. Should be fun.”

			DiNardi, fair-haired, freckled, and twice her size, momentarily looked stunned. A second later, his face flushing, he jumped as if shot with a jolt from the defibrillator and pulled a chart from the rack.

			Lena smothered a smile. Fun indeed.

			Now if she only knew what she was being handed with a brand-new attending on the worst day of the year, she might think so, too.
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        * * *

      

			Burke’s knee bounced once, twice. She forced it still. The city bus groaned to a halt at a light, suspension hissing, the whole frame shuddering. She eased back on the plastic seat. Morning sun warmed her face through the scratched window—fleeting, but she’d take it. Every ER she’d ever been in was cold year-round, and she’d be accosted by the chilly air soon enough.

			Actually, soon couldn’t come fast enough. She’d been waiting on this day for…years. Med school, residency, job hunting. But she’d made it. Got what she wanted. Right?

			Hudson Valley Trauma Center, where she’d wanted to be all along. Where she’d expected to spend the last six years—but that dream had vanished along with all the others.

			The blur of familiar landmarks passed outside the filmy windows. The diner she used to duck into during med school for stale coffee and egg sandwiches she couldn’t afford hadn’t changed. Same flickering neon. Same grease-stained awning.

			Her chest tightened and the coffee she’d gulped down soured in her throat.

			Not the time to be reminiscing. The past was the past.

			Now and tomorrow. That’s what mattered.

			She edged toward the exit as the bus rolled down the last block before the hospital. The brick-and-glass silhouette of HVTC rose ahead, tall among shorter buildings, the helipad jutting like a steel shoulder. Her pulse jittered. A sharp, phantom ache, like a bone that hadn’t set right.

			Not because of the job or a whole new group of people to impress. She could handle the pressure of establishing herself again. Had plenty of practice at that.

			Coming back where every brick in that building echoed with her humiliation of being passed over for the residency program? That rejection still cut deep. But even worse?

			Knowing she’d be working with the woman who’d turned her away with devastating calm.

			This can’t happen, Burke.

			Surgical in its precision. Excising her from her life.

			Burke’s jaw clenched. Six years, and the words still sliced clean through.

			The bus jerked over a pothole. A woman across the aisle clutched her kid tighter, murmuring soothing comforts. Someone in the back coughed. The driver muttered at a car blocking the lane.

			Burke exhaled, long and slow. Game plan, straightforward.

			Get in. Do the job.

			And Dr. Lena Silvano?

			New day there, too. She wasn’t that impressionable student anymore.

			Attending now. Equal now. She’d earned that.

			Her stop loomed. She tightened her grip on the strap.

			A screech of brakes, a jolt, and she nearly fell.

			A pickup truck shot out of a side street, too fast, too close.

			The motorcycle had no chance.

			The impact detonated in a metallic shriek—bike slamming broadside into the truck, rider catapulting over the hood. Body airborne, limbs loose, helmet striking pavement with a sickening crack.

			Gasps exploded inside the bus. Someone screamed.

			“Stop the bus!” Burke slammed the emergency button. The doors hissed open—barely a foot of space before she squeezed through and hit the asphalt running.

			The smell of burned rubber and—fuck, was that gas?—stung her nose. A man shouted from the truck, frantic and useless. Cars slowed. Phones appeared in extended arms, already filming.

			“Call 9-1-1,” Burke shouted.

			The rider lay crumpled, helmet shattered, blood pooling under one thigh in an expanding pool, arterial bright. The femoral. Shit.

			Burke dropped to her knees hard enough to bruise bone. The cyclist—chest rising, but too shallow. Moving air at least. Way too much blood. She yanked off her hoodie and wadded it up.

			“Do not move. Help is coming.” Leaning over, she covered the gash in his thigh with the sweatshirt and pressed down with both hands. The biker groaned.

			Good. Still breathing. But not moving his legs. Fuck.

			“Ambulance is coming,” someone shouted behind her.

			Good. Let them come faster.

			“Come on already,” Burke muttered, adjusting her angle, watching his chest. Every breath fainter. “Come on, come on—”

			The distant wail of sirens rose, thin at first, then swelling and cutting through traffic.

			Sweat prickled along her spine. What she wouldn’t give for a fucking crash cart right now.

			The ambulance squealed up to the curb. EMTs jumped out, gurney slamming down with an ear-splitting clang.

			“What’ve we got?” the lead called.

			“Motorcycle versus truck,” Burke said without looking up. “Possible spine injury. Femoral bleed. Responsive to pain. GCS 7, maybe 8.”

			The EMT crouched beside her. “You a doc?”

			She shifted just enough to meet his eyes. “New ER attending at the Hudson.”

			“Thought only the old-timers called it that.” He grinned as he slipped a cervical collar below the cracked edge of the helmet. “Welcome aboard.”

			The two EMTs worked fast—tourniquet, uninflated yet, portable O2, IV. Nothing elegant, just what would keep the rider alive long enough to make it inside.

			“Hop in with us,” the EMT said as they lifted the gurney. “We can use the hands to keep pressure on that wound till we’re through the bay doors.”

			Burke didn’t hesitate. She climbed into the back of the rig, bracing herself as the doors slammed and the vehicle lunged forward.

			The siren hit full throttle, vibrating through her bones.

			So much for a quiet entrance.

			Burke held the pressure dressing in place. The EMT started a line. The rider moaned, eyes half-open and unfocused.

			“It’s all right,” she said quietly. “We’re almost there.”

			Almost there. Almost at the hospital she’d never expected to see again. Almost back into the realm of the woman who broke her open at twenty-five and walked away like nothing inside her had changed. Because she hadn’t felt anything.

			Heat rose in Burke’s neck—anger or fear, impossible to tell. Neither mattered now.

			The ambulance banked a sharp left on screaming tires. The familiar brick facade of the Hudson flashed past the rear window.

			“Two minutes,” the driver called.

			Burke’s nerves jangled. Not about the patient—him, she could save. Would save.

			But the bay doors looming ahead? Whole new threshold to cross—and not just professionally. The rig jolted as it backed into position. Someone pounded twice on the door.

			Burke locked her arms and braced her legs. The doors swung wide. Bright white floodlights hit her full force. Then came the rush of voices and wheels clattering.

			She kept pressure on the dressing as they rolled toward the trauma ER.

			A voice cut through the chaos, crisp and controlled. “Trauma one.”

			Burke’s heart stuttered. She knew that voice. Six years, and she hadn’t forgotten, even though she pretended she had. She forced her breath to steady and climbed down from the rig.

			Lena Silvano stood a few feet away, her cool blue gaze flat and utterly controlled. She hadn’t changed a bit. Still a force, tall and blond and perfectly composed. She looked past Burke as if she were just another first responder bringing in a patient.

			Burke didn’t blink, didn’t stumble, but Lena’s indifference stripped away their history, as if six years ago had never existed. As if she had never been. Her pulse hammered, a hard, painful beat beneath her collarbone. No one but her needed to know that.

			Running beside the gurney, Burke shoved aside the personal. She had a job to do. Her voice came out strong and even. “Male, mid-thirties, motorcycle collision. Conscious in the field. Probable arterial transection. Major blood loss. Possible spine injury.”

			“Let’s move, then,” Lena said, grabbing the front of the gurney.

			Burke plunged into Lena’s domain.

			She was back.

			





			
    
            Chapter Ten





			The cold, rough concrete steps pressed against the backs of Lena’s thighs. Cinderblock walls trapped the sting of industrial cleaner and the faint metallic tang of blood that clung to their scrubs. Burke sat three steps down, head in her hands, fingers dug into her hair like she could hold herself together by force alone.

			Lena eased down beside her until her shoulder nearly touched Burke’s. Burke wiped moisture from her face now with the heel of one hand, her shoulders knotted. Each uneven inhale betrayed her effort to hide the tears.

			“I’ve been looking for you,” Lena said, although she’d known where Burke had gone—where Burke always went until the pain passed. To the roof. Tonight she hadn’t made it all the way.

			“I’m fine,” Burke said, her voice threadbare and brittle. Her jaw worked, tendons standing out in her neck. A breath, dragged in too sharply, stalled halfway out. “Needed a little air.”

			“You’re not fine.”

			Burke’s jaw clenched harder. “He looked like my dad.”

			The image of the man Lena’d just lost rose stark in her mind. Fifty. Big. Black hair threaded with gray. Dark eyes gone blank. Like Burke’s father, eight weeks earlier, when Lena had run the code, shocking and compressing while the numbers failed to climb. Refusing to stop long after she knew hope was lost. Finally, she’d called time of death with Burke standing there, white around the mouth and rigid at the edges.

			“Talk to me,” Lena urged gently. Burke’s anguish tore at her, and she had so little to offer. She hadn’t been able to save Burke’s father, and 122she had no comfort for her now. Helplessness battered at the barriers she’d built between them.

			Burke let out a harsh sob, cut short. “What’s there to say? He’s dead. I watched him die.”

			“I know. I’m so sorry.” Lena brushed Burke’s shoulder. Just a fraction of a second, but still enough for heat to spread through the thin cotton fabric and along her skin, a low current she had no business acknowledging.

			Silence, the kind that magnified every tiny sound from the faint echo of a distant gurney to the soft rasp of Burke’s uneven breathing, stretched until it filled the stairwell. Cedar and rain threaded through the sterile air, Burke’s scent anchoring itself in Lena’s lungs.

			“You came back to your rotation right away,” Lena said carefully. “Maybe you need more time. To heal, to—”

			“No.” The word snapped out, sharp enough to cut. Burke finally lifted her head, her eyes red-rimmed but fierce. “I don’t need time to get over it. I need to keep going. To learn. To get better at this.”

			Lena’s pulse climbed into her throat. “You are learning. You’re doing the work. And you’re good at it.” Her voice quivered, and she tried to steady it. “Remarkable, even.”

			Burke turned to face her, closing the already too-small gap between them. Lena didn’t lean away. Burke’s gaze locked on hers, eyes intense and searching.

			Lena’s pulse fluttered in her throat. The narrow inches between them turned electric. Every boundary she’d spent years constructing hung suspended, flimsy as gauze in the dim concrete chamber.

			Burke leaned in. The world outside the cinderblock walls fell away until time hung suspended, dangerous and inviting. Every excuse she’d struggled to fortify—the age difference, the power imbalance, the ethics, the rules she lived by—dissolved under the pull of Burke’s nearness. Burke had watched her father die and not broken until now. In front of her and nobody else.

			Burke closed the distance. Lena didn’t move. Burke’s mouth met hers, urgent and searching, tasting of tears. Soft lips, but nothing gentle in the way she kissed. Just need and demand, poured into the small space where their mouths fit together as if destined.

			Time thinned into meaninglessness. Only heat and rough concrete 123and the slide of Burke’s mouth against hers existed. The impossible rightness and the wildfire wrongness tangled together in every inch of contact.

			Burke tore her mouth away first, breathing hard against Lena’s cheek.

			“Tell me this can happen,” Burke gasped, her voice raw as she cradled Lena’s jaw.

			Lena’s throat tightened. Her pulse hammered beneath Burke’s thumb. The answer that had lodged in her heart finally forced its way out, unbarred and unrepentant.

			“Yes.”

			 

			Lena jerked awake, cold sweat slicking her skin, sheets tangled around her legs, damp and twisted. She struggled to free herself, turning to the clock. 3:17 a.m.

			Two nights now. Two nights of waking at three a.m. with her heart hammering and her skin damp, the burn of Burke’s kiss still aching on her lips.

			Just a dream that had never happened. Six years ago in that stairwell, nothing happened.

			Lena rubbed her temples. The taste of cedar lingered on her tongue along with the warmth of Burke’s hand at her nape. Everything she’d told herself she didn’t want distilled into a few fragments of cruel imagination.

			She’d made the right choice then. Burke had been twenty-five, grieving and vulnerable. She’d been the chief of emergency medicine, sixteen years Burke’s senior, and responsible for her education. Burke’s mentor—a sacred trust. The power differential alone made anything between them unconscionable.

			Lena had told herself she was protecting them both. Burke from a relationship that could derail her future. Herself from wanting someone she had no right to want.

			She’d told herself a lot of things.

			Most of them lies.

			The truth haunted her now—asleep and awake. She’d been terrified of the intensity in Burke’s eyes in that stairwell. Of how desperately she’d wanted to stay instead of leaving. Of what might happen if she let herself feel anything beyond the clinical detachment that had kept her safe from wanting too much, needing too much, her entire life. Terrified of what Burke might feel in return—or worse, what Burke might only think she felt with her emotions tangled up in grief and gratitude and the aftermath of trauma.

			And she’d been right. Burke had moved on, had married someone else. She was the one who couldn’t let go. She pushed the covers aside and rose hastily, trying to outrun her thoughts.

			I’d like to know you.

			God, what had she been thinking?

			She’d hadn’t been thinking. That was the problem. She’d wanted. Wanted to see Burke, to know her, to find that connection that had once burned between them. Wanted it with an intensity that made her ache.

			I’d like to know you.

			The words had escaped two nights ago in the break room when the shock of learning Burke had married had shaken her control. Burke had looked at her with those storm-gray eyes—still searching, still seeing too much—and she had fled from the questions.

			Coward.

			Lena showered, dressed quickly, and fled again to the fortress she had built as her sanctuary. No one occupied the office wing at four thirty a.m., and paperwork kept her mind occupied. When her half-open door pushed wide a little after six and Sweeney walked in, she just shook her head. The woman had some kind of radar that hunted down people who were trying to hide.

			“You look like something the cat dragged in.” Sweeney dropped into the chair in front of Lena’s desk.

			“Thank you,” Lena said wryly.

			Unperturbed, Sweeney went on. “Rough night?”

			“Not especially.”

			Sweeney settled into the chair and crossed her legs. “So. Elliott.”

			Lena’s jaw tightened. “What about her?”

			“She’s quieter than usual lately.” Sweeney shrugged. “Which for her is saying something. She’s one of those still waters run deep types.”

			“Is today Annual Cliché Day?” Lena said, the words sharper than intended.

			Sweeney’s eyebrows rose, but she said nothing. Just waited.

			The silence stretched too long. Lena forced her shoulders to relax. “Sorry. Didn’t sleep well.”

			“Clearly.” Sweeney’s gaze narrowed. “What’s going on with you two?”

			“Nothing’s going on.”

			“Mm-hmm.” Sweeney’s tone said she didn’t believe that for a second. “She was married, you know. Burke.”

			“I know.” Lena pushed back her chair, heat flooding her chest. “I heard. Why should that matter?”

			“It might.” Sweeney sat forward, her expression serious. “Victor said he saw her with Hana Tanaka at O’Malley’s. Arm around her. Laughing and looking cozy.”

			Lena’s stomach dropped. She forced her voice level. “Hana’s her roommate. And Victor is an awful gossip.”

			“I know that. I’m just saying, people talk. And people notice things.” Sweeney tilted her head, her gaze steely. “Do you two have history?”

			The question landed like a punch. Lena’s throat closed, and her pulse kicked hard enough to pound in her temples.

			“Not the kind you think,” she said finally. The dream flashed in her mind—Burke’s mouth on hers, the taste of cedar and need, the way Burke’s hands had cradled her neck, gentle but possessive. The kiss that ghosted across her lips.

			“What kind, then?”

			Lena clasped her hands before the trembling gave her away. “She was my student almost seven years ago.”

			Sweeney shrugged, seemingly unconcerned. “More?”

			“Of course not.” The denial came too fast. Too defensive.

			“Wanted there to be?”

			“No.” Lena stood abruptly before Sweeney pushed harder. Before she said too much. The chair scraped against the floor. “It’s my shift.”

			Sweeney rose to follow but Lena was already out the door, moving fast. The hospital scent hit her in the corridor, familiar ground that settled her. She was safe here.

			The armor slid back into place.

			The dream didn’t follow.
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        * * *

      

			Lena took the stairs down from her office instead of the elevator while the conversation with Sweeney rattled inside her head.

			Do you two have history?

			Sweeney knew her better than anyone in her life—more than family, more than colleagues. More, certainly, than Burke. And she’d come awfully close to teasing out the truth. That couldn’t happen again. Lena drew a breath. She’d just need to be more careful.

			At 6:48, she rounded the corner into the Pod. The night shift’s floor buffers still hummed somewhere in the west wing. A supply cart sat outside the utility room, a half-empty coffee cup on the triage desk, and a smear of something congealed on the counter that looked like chocolate but could have been anything.

			She inhaled slowly. Let the familiar scents ground her.

			The board showed a moderate load—half-full, mostly yellows, two greens waiting on labs, a half dozen others waiting to be assessed. Arnold, the night shift attending about to head home, stood at the central station talking to Grace Akai, their voices low and unhurried. The overnight residents clustered near the break room, finishing chart notes before sign-out. Everything calm and orderly. Just what she needed.

			She plucked the first tablet from the rack and scanned it. A twenty-five-year-old female with a chief complaint of a three-day history of pelvic discomfort. Routine. A good med student case. Lena tucked the tablet under her arm, the cool surface against her side a familiar pressure that usually focused her. That almost worked.

			Sweeney’s voice still echoed somewhere, but distant now. She turned the corner toward the break room in search of a student—and collided with Burke coming her way. Burke’s shoulder connected with hers, and the tablet clattered to the floor. For a heartbeat, Burke’s body was against hers, radiating heat and the scent of cedar that haunted her goddamn dreams.

			“Lena! Sorry,” Burke blurted, her eyes unguarded for an instant, concerned and wary. “I…I didn’t see you.”

			“My fault.” Lena bent to collect the tablet and backed up a step. Not far. Just enough to put six inches between them instead of zero.

			Burke steadied her as she rose, her fingers brushing Lena’s elbow for half a second before dropping away. “Starting early?”

			Lena tightened her grip on the tablet, edges biting into her palm. Off balance, she answered without thinking. “Couldn’t sleep.”

			Burke smiled a little ruefully. “Yeah, me neither.”

			A minute passed. The silence grew. Burke’s eyes never left hers. A pulse hammered in Lena’s throat hard enough to make her jaw tight. Six inches hadn’t been far enough, not when she wasn’t herself. Heat rose in her neck. She needed to move. She didn’t.

			“Angela Calloway,” Burke said in a rush as if reaching for something to fill the air around them. “I just came from the NICU. The nurses said she’s doing great. They’re going to transfer her to the regular nursery in a few more days.”

			“That’s wonderful.” The knot in Lena’s chest loosened fractionally. “How’s David managing?”

			“As well as can be expected.” Burke shifted her weight, angling slightly closer. Deliberately or unconsciously, Lena couldn’t tell. “His sister flew in from California. She’s staying with him for a few weeks.”

			“Good. He shouldn’t be alone.”

			“No,” Burke’s gaze held Lena’s. “He shouldn’t.”

			The fluorescents buzzed overhead. One of them flickered, a strobe effect that made Burke’s face shift between shadow and harsh light, highlighting the line of her jaw and the hollow at the base of her throat where a pulse beat. Lena’s stomach clenched. She swallowed hard.

			Stop.

			Burke’s gaze held. Not searching, now. Not questioning.

			Hungering.

			The word dropped into Lena’s mind fully formed, and heat poured through her veins. She bit her lip, desperately trying to focus. Burke’s gaze dropped to her mouth—just for a second—and slowly rose to her eyes again.

			“So,” Burke said, her voice lower now. Careful. “About the other day. In the break room.”

			Lena’s stomach clenched. “What about it?”

			“You said you’d like to know me.” Direct and not the least bit tentative. So like Burke—this Burke anyhow—the one who had returned not as a wounded student but as a battle-tested adult.

			Lena froze. “Burke—”

			“Did you mean it?”

			That kind of honesty deserved the same. Lena struggled for words, something casual. And the dream surged back—Burke’s mouth on hers, the stairwell wall cold against her spine, Burke’s hand on her neck. The taste of want sharp enough to make her shake. She’d walked away then, just as she had two days ago in the break room, and this morning from Sweeney’s brutal truths.

			The fine lines at the corners of Burke’s eyes deepened. Her breathing faster now. Not pushing. Just…asking.

			Did you mean it?

			“Yes, I meant it,” Lena said, her voice raw. Her throat closed before she revealed the rest. How much she wanted to know who Burke had become. How much she ached for all she had missed as Burke had grown from the grief-shattered student to this woman who’d helped bring a dead mother’s baby into the world and sat with the father while he wept. She pushed the rest even deeper. How she’d spent the past nights wondering if Burke tasted like cedar or if that was just scent. Just her imagination torturing her with what her conscience wouldn’t let her have.

			Burke’s breath caught—barely audible, and her pupils grew deep and dark. Her focus dropped to Lena’s mouth. “Then maybe we should—”

			Their pagers went off simultaneously.

			Trauma alert, level one. Code red. ETA two minutes. Multi-vehicle collision. Four victims. Two critical.

			Lena held Burke’s gaze for a moment before the spell shattered.

			“Bay one and two,” Lena said, already moving. Burke raced beside her.

			Sweeney appeared from the central station, voice cutting through the sudden chaos. “Grace, bay one. Mickey, bay two. Respiratory’s on the way.”

			Lena grabbed a yellow cover gown from the rack outside bay one. Burke reached for one beside her. They’d each done this a thousand times, but not like this. Not with a conversation hanging unfinished in the air and Burke’s question still echoing in Lena’s head.

			Did you mean that?

			Yes. God, yes.

			The trauma bay doors burst open. EMTs wheeled in the first gurney—male, forties, conscious but pale, blood soaking through the pressure dressing on his thigh.

			Lena pulled gloves from the box. Latex whispered against her skin as she pulled the first one on. The snap echoed in the sudden rush of activity—nurses converging, monitors powering up, the distant wail of sirens growing closer.

			That sound. That sharp crack of latex against her wrist was supposed to reset her. Had reset her ten thousand times before. The snap that said work now, everything else later.

			She pulled on the second glove. Another snap.

			But the heat lingered against her shoulder where Burke had collided with her. The scent of cedar clung to the back of her throat. And Burke’s question—did you mean it—sat in her chest like a stone.

			Burke strode toward trauma two, already calling out assignments to the gathering team. Her voice carried—calm, clear, and sure.

			Burke’s voice: Then maybe we should—

			The glove snap hadn’t worked. For the first time in fifteen years, the ritual had failed to reset her focus. And as the trauma bay doors swung open and the first gurney crashed through, Lena understood with absolute clarity.

			Her control wasn’t just slipping.

			It was already gone.

			





			
    
            Chapter Eleven





			Two EMTs shoved a gurney into the trauma bay carrying a man with his face obscured by an O2 mask and cervical collar.

			“Twenty-eight-year-old male, front seat passenger, unrestrained.” The medic’s voice carried over the squeal of gurney wheels. “Penetrating right thigh wound, BP eighty, pulse one-forty. Two large-bore IVs running.”

			Burke and Akai converged to transfer.

			“One, two, three,” Burke snapped and everyone lifted. “Get the blood up. Benedict, check the airway. Ultrasound chest and abdomen. Grace, you’re with me.”

			They were going to need plenty of blood. The sheet under him was soaked through at the hip, dark and glossy. A six-inch shard of metal stuck out of his thigh through a rent in his denim jeans. Somebody had tried to clamp down on the bleeding with gauze and hope. Good call, not working. Bright red blood welled around the triangular-shaped dagger and dripped in a steady stream down the side of the table and onto her shoes. The metallic tang coated her throat, like pennies on her tongue.

			“We’re going to pull that out of there,” Burke said.

			“We are?” Grace’s eyes above her mask widened. “I thought we were supposed to leave penetrating objects in place until the OR.”

			“Ideally,” Burke said, cutting away the rest of the pant leg. “But not while he’s hypotensive and bleeding out. Get a clamp.”

			Grace edged close to Burke’s side, hip to hip. She gripped a Kelly clamp in her right hand. A hand that did not shake. “Ready.”

			Burke stripped the dressing away. The spray hit her face mask and spattered the drapes in crimson swatches. She swiped the blood off her forehead with her upper arm before it dripped into her eyes and shoved a small retractor into the jagged wound. A student—who was this one?—Rajar—pushed a suction catheter closer and cleared some of the blood from the field.

			“See anything?” Burke asked.

			“I think—” Pulling tissue aside with a finger, Grace muttered, “It’s a branch of the deep—damn it…”

			Another red arc spurted like Old Faithful.

			“I can’t—” Grace grabbed the suction with her left hand and used it to push aside the separated muscle while she evacuated the blood.

			“Higher,” Burke said. “The vessel’s retracted.”

			“Got it,” Grace said, voice steady despite the sweat beading on her forehead. She slid the clamp in, closed it. The blood kept coming. “Shit. I can’t get the angle.”

			“You can.” Burke anchored her elbow against the stretcher rail and tugged on the retractor, giving Grace better exposure. The cold metal bit through her sleeve. The shouts, the beeps, the screaming alarms faded to nothing. There was only the field. “Rotate your wrist a fraction. Underhand. That’s it.”

			Akai inhaled, rotated her palm up. Closed the clamp again.

			The stream faltered.

			“There you go.” Burke looked up, met Grace’s eyes. Grinned.

			Grace’s eyes gleamed. “Oh yeah. Sweet.”

			And there it was. That rush. Burke’s pulse thrummed high and fast, the adrenaline a high-voltage wire in her veins, sharp and clean and addictive. Just like that, she was ten feet tall. Invincible, not heroic. Just making the right call and notching the win. Knowing she was exactly where she was supposed to be, doing exactly what she was built to do.

			That was why she loved the work. Chaos one second, control the next. Life on the edge.

			“Pressure’s coming up,” Benedict called. “O2 sat ninety-three.”

			Yep, they were winning.

			“Beautiful,” Burke said as Grace tied off the bleeder.

			“Yeah.” Grace laughed softly. “Thanks for the assist.”

			“You didn’t need me. You had it.” Burke shifted to Benedict. “Ultrasound?”

			“Chest is clear. Small effusion in the abdomen.”

			“That,” Hana Tanaka announced as she strode in, Gretzky on her heels, “sounds like a problem for the surgeons.” In scrubs and an OR cap bearing whales that day, she halted at the foot of the gurney, hands on hips, and frowned at Grace. “Tell me you’re not trying to tie off a bleeder in there.”

			“Nope,” Grace said casually, stepping back and snapping off her soiled gloves. “Already done.”

			Burke swallowed a chuckle. Hana might have smiled.

			“You should have waited,” Gretzky said sharply, circling around Hana. “Let me—”

			“No.” Hana’s voice held an edge. “The ER residents finish what they start. That’s the rule.”

			“I just—”

			“Call the OR, Gretzky,” Hana cut in. “Then package him to go.”

			For a second, Gretzky’s jaw tightened, and she looked ready to argue. A thin layer of cold spread through the room. Gretzky’s eyes flicked to Hana’s face, then away. She finally backed away, arms folded and posture stiff. “Fine.”

			Ignoring her, Hana stepped closer and peered from the metal shard on the instrument tray to the wound. “Messy. What did it hit?”

			“A branch of the femoral,” Burke said.

			“Are you sure you got it?”

			“Yes,” Grace said instantly. “I saw it. Tied it off.”

			“With what?”

			“Three-oh Prolene,” Grace answered.

			“Huh,” Hana said softly. “Why didn’t you just leave the clamp on for us to deal with upstairs?”

			Burke tensed. This Hana was the Hana she remembered from when they were students—sharp, aggressive, take-no-prisoners if someone fucked up. She waited. Grace needed to handle this one.

			Gretzky looked on with anger smoldering in her eyes.

			Grace didn’t hesitate. “He’d already lost a lot of blood, and his pressure was tanking. I felt the risk of the clamp coming off or tearing the vessel loose during transport was too high.”

			Grace glanced quickly at Burke. Burke gave her a thumbs-up.

			Grace was growing into her senior resident boots. No we…I. Taking responsibility was the first and most critical step on that path.

			“Nice work,” Hana said.

			“Thanks, Dr. Tanaka.” Grace’s voice buzzed with excitement.

			“Ah, try not to steal my resident,” Burke said dryly.

			Hana chuckled. “Just want the misguided to know I’m always available when they see the light.”

			Gretzky made a sound low in her throat. Not quite a snort, but close. Burke pretended not to hear it. Hana either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

			“I’ve seen the light, Dr. Tanaka,” Grace said. “And it’s right down here.”

			“Sorry, Hana,” Burke said. “You lose.”

			Hana huffed. “That’s so unusual.”

			“Head hurt much from the swelling?” Burke shot back, one eye on Benedict securing the patient for transport while teasing Hana.

			“Oh, the truth never hurts,” Hana said.

			Gretzky muttered something inaudible, and Burke frowned. Something definitely going on with those two. Hana wasn’t the type to put up with disrespect from a resident, and Gretzky was cutting close to the edge. But this was Hana’s deal. Staying out of the line of fire was the smart move, and she planned to stay well clear.

			Benedict announced, “We’re all set, Dr. Elliott.”

			“Great. He’s all yours, Hana.”

			“We’ll be a few hours cleaning this up,” Hana said while the OR transport crew team secured lines, tubes, and monitors. “Dinner tonight? I owe you. This ought to be quick now that Grace has done all the fun stuff.”

			Burke laughed, surprising herself. Hana had that effect on her, or maybe it was just the lingering post-emergency high. “You’re not gonna forget us getting there first for a while, are you?”

			“Hey—every case is one I want.” Hana’s eyes glinted with what might have been amusement or possibly calculation. Hard to tell with Hana. “I’m still traumatized.”

			“Then I’m buying dinner,” Burke said. “Just to ease a bit of the pain.”

			“Good. I’ll text you when I’m free.”

			“Sure, as long as we don’t get—”

			Movement in the doorway derailed Burke’s thoughts. People came in and out of the trauma bay constantly, and she never lost focus. But this time, her attention right-turned like someone had shouted her name.

			Lena.

			Standing in the doorway, her expression unreadable, but her eyes? They were fixed on Burke, and what swirled in them was hot and fierce.

			Did you mean it?

			The question she’d asked before the trauma alert tore them apart echoed in her head. The question Lena hadn’t answered. Oh, she’d said working together as if they hadn’t been doing that the last two months. Retreating behind the same old professional walls that had always seemed to separate them. But that was then, and things had changed. For her at least.

			Burke dragged her focus back to Hana. “As long as we don’t get slammed later, it’s a date.”

			“Great,” Hana said, watching the team transfer her patient onto the OR gurney. “You’ll be there Saturday, right?”

			Burke pulled off her cover gown and balled it up, trying hard not to look Lena’s way. She swallowed through a parched throat. The damn overhead lights always dehydrated her. And she was stalling. Totally unlike her.

			“Huh? Saturday?”

			Hana bumped her shoulder. “The softball game? Surgery versus ER? We’re going to kick your ass, but there will be food in consolation.”

			“The universal panacea,” Burke said, searching for the levity that had disappeared as quickly as it had come. Lena hadn’t moved. She leaned with a shoulder against the wall, quietly observing them.

			“Well, that and se…” Hana glanced at the few people standing close enough to hear them. “Other things.”

			“Yeah, right.” Burke grabbed the draw sheet to help lift the patient. Anything to keep from looking at Lena. Who was definitely close enough to hear.

			Hana lifted the guy’s legs. “Of course, surgery’s up ten to seven, so you should plan on losing.”

			“Not with Dr. Silvano pitching,” Grace said from the other side of the table.

			Burke’s throat went totally dry. She forced herself to look back at Hana. Keep it light. Keep it easy. Pretend Lena wasn’t three feet away. Right. And maybe she could stop breathing, too.

			Hana glanced at Gretzky, who stood rigidly against the wall. “Phil, help transport get him upstairs.”

			Gretzky’s eyes flashed. “I’ve got a couple of X-rays to check before we start. They don’t need me to—”

			“You’ve got whatever I need you to do right now.” Hana’s voice stayed pleasant, but steel ran underneath. “Go. Wait for me to start.”

			Gretzky grabbed the gurney rail hard enough that her knuckles went white. She pushed past Hana without another word, her shoulders tight.

			“Good work, Grace,” Burke said as the room emptied. “Dictate the procedure note. I’ll sign off on it when you’re done.”

			“Thanks, Dr. Elliott.”

			Burke turned. Lena was gone. The tension in her shoulders gave way to a hollow ache in the pit of her stomach. Lena nearby, no matter the reason, was so much better than anything else.

			Hana sighed. “Phil’s going to be insufferable for the rest of the rotation after this.”

			Burke raised an eyebrow as they walked out into the hall. “What did she do to piss you off?”

			“Took issue with a clinical decision I made during rounds.”

			Burke winced. Gretzky was too senior not to know better than to challenge a superior—resident or attending—in front of anyone. That was a matter for private. “She’s gunning for the chief resident slot next year. Flexing her muscles.”

			Hana snorted. “What she needs to learn is that none of the attendings want a chief who is going to be a pain in the ass to work with. The chief resident isn’t just a chance to cherry-pick the best cases. It’s a testing ground for a possible staff position.” She shook her head. “Hell, you know that already.”

			“She’s smart. She’ll get the message.”

			Hana sighed and checked her phone. “I better get up there before one of the OR techs stabs her in the heart.”

			“Go.” Burke laughed and called after her, “Good luck!”

			“Later,” Hana called.

			Still smiling, Burke walked into the break room for a caffeine charge and her amusement fled. Lena leaned against the counter with a coffee cup in her hand.

			“It’s fresh,” she said.

			“Good, thanks.” Burke made her way to the coffee pot, taking care not to invade Lena’s space.

			“It looked like Grace did well in there,” Lena said.

			“Better than well. She made a leap today.” Burke dumped a couple of containers of what masqueraded as creamer into the cup and sipped. “She didn’t let Hana shake her.”

			“Hana,” Lena said with a faint smile, “has always been a good teacher. Tough, maybe, which doesn’t work for everyone, but then that’s a surgeon for you.”

			Burke grinned. “Savages, mostly.”

			Lena’s smile deepened. “I never said that.”

			Burke’s heart turned over, leaving her just a little dizzy. She’d give her last breath to make Lena smile like that every day. She hadn’t seen her smile like that…

			Did you mean it?

			What did Lena mean? That she wanted them to be friends? Could they be? Was that even what Burke wanted? To be a casual acquaintance? Questions she couldn’t answer. Not here. Not yet.

			Easy banter, like with Hana. Colleague to colleague. Nothing complicated.

			“I didn’t know you played softball,” Burke sad. “Grace said you pitched.”

			Lena tossed her cup away. “Just for the annual game. I’m a ways away from my college days.”

			“So, big rivalry, huh?” Burke slid her ID card into the vending machine and lifted out a package of cheese crackers. “With surgery?”

			“Yes—Marsh started that when she took over as chief. Damn her.”

			“You don’t like it?” Burke held out the crackers. “Want one?”

			“You know I always told you those would go straight to your arteries.” Lena took one. “Thanks.”

			“I remember,” Burke said softly. Everything, she didn’t add.

			A faint blush colored Lena’s throat, and she averted her gaze. “You’re playing, aren’t you?”

			“Softball?” Burke said, pretending not to follow. She wanted, needed, some sign—some small word, some little gesture—that Lena was still the woman who’d sat next to her through her darkest moments. Her pulse stuttered, a wild thing looking to escape.

			“Yes—we need a shortstop.” Lena met her eyes. “And you’re on the team now.”

			“I’m only an average hitter, and it’s been years.”

			“You’re young and fast. That’s all that’s required.”

			Burke blushed. Jesus. Were they flirting? Was she twelve? “Uh. Right. Okay, then. Yes, I’m playing.”

			Lena laughed, as if enjoying her discomfort. “Good. Saturday, then. Eleven at Carwell Park. Field three.”

			“I’ll be there.”

			Lena headed toward the hall, turned. “By the way—Hana is coaching surgery, and Gretzky played Division One softball in college.”

			“Hana never mentioned it.” Burke’s
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